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Not all contact 
with dirt is 
equal. Not all 




Transnational Vietnam in the U.S. South
In	Dirt and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women’s 
Literature, 1930–1990,	Patricia	Yaeger	stakes	a	claim	
for	continued	inquiry—which	in	the	year	2000	may	
have	 been	 necessary—into	 the	 literary	 production	
that	has	emerged	from	the	U.S.	South.	Although	it	
may	seem	that	“[t]o	revisit	the	white	texts	spawned	
in	the	Jim	Crow	South	 .	 .	 .	 is	 to	exit	 from	the	con-
temporary	 excitements	 of	 African,	 Asian,	 or	 Latin	
American	studies,	to	go	South	to	a	very	Old	Place”	





that	 injected	 new	 interest	 into	 the	 study	 of	 com-
munities	 of	 color	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 Might	 the	









into	 the	 South’s	 rules	 about	 proper	 racial,	 gender,	
and	 sexual	 comportment,	 dirt	 is	 hermeneutically	
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of	regulatory	mechanisms	to	consider	in	addition	to	those	that	Dirt and 
Desire	 addresses.	 Supplementing	 the	 structuralist	 binaries	 that	 Yaeger	
troubles	 between	 black	 and	 white	 or	 man	 and	 woman,	 the	 war’s	 long	
wake	has	blurred	the	lines	between	Vietnamese	national	and	diasporic	




Scholars	 of	 southern	 literature	 such	 as	 Doris	 Betts	 and	 Michael	
Kreyling	 have	 observed	 that	 as	 of	 the	 late	 twentieth	 century,	 a	 soul	
searching	about	one’s	complicity	 in	a	morally	bankrupt	war	 is	no	 lon-





War	 “by	 exchanging	 a	 ‘safer’	 martial	 memory	 for	 one	 still	 dangerous”	
(Postsouthern Memory 114).	 What	 remain	 hidden	 in	 the	 discourses	 of	
the	Vietnam	War’s	aftermath—be	they	at	the	level	of	the	reckoning	that	
Americans	perform	amongst	themselves	or	at	the	level	of	restoring	inter-
national	 diplomacy	 between	 formerly	 warring	 nations—are	 the	 class	
divisions	 within	 the	 Vietnamese	 transnation.	 Gestures	 of	 healing	 and	
reconciliation,	even	when	they	involve	actual	Vietnamese	subjects,	ulti-
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white	 drag	 queen.	 Documentarian	 Marlo	 Poras	 follows	 Mai	 post-grad-
uation	 as	 she	 remains	 in	 the	 United	 States	 for	 a	 year	 afterwards.	 Mai	
enrolls	at	Tulane	University	on	a	half	tuition	scholarship	while	working	
at	a	Chinese	restaurant	to	make	ends	meet.	However,	she	withdraws	after	






Bow’s	Partly Colored: Asian Americans and Racial Anomaly in the Segregated 
South.	In	her	insightful	reading,	Bow	invokes	transgender	theory	to	shed	
light	on	the	liminal	space	that	Mai	occupies,	one	neither	black	nor	white.	
Without	 making	 facile	 comparisons	 between	 race	 and	 gender,	 Bow	
shows	how	Mai’s	status	as	an	outsider	to	the	South’s	racial	taxonomies	
mirrors	her	drag	queen	friend	Christy’s	position	external	to	the	poles	of	





stand	 alliances	 that	 are	 not	 singularly	 based	 on	 ethnic	 community,	
nationality,	political	coalition,	or	even	erotic	intimacy”	(224–225).	What	
I	 want	 to	 direct	 attention	 to,	 however,	 is	 not	 the	 theoretical	 work	 that	
can	be	accomplished	once	we	put	Mai	and	Christy,	raced	and	gendered	










very	 far	 from	 mind.	 However,	 any	 sentiments	 expressed	 about	 post-
war	 reconciliation	 take	 for	 granted	 a	 peacemaking	 occurring	 between	
the	 United	 States	 and	 the	 Socialist	 Republic	 of	 Vietnam.	 This	 leaves	






















that	 in	 the	 next	 scene,	 Mai	 has	 already	 settled	 in	 Mississippi	 and	 is	
being	introduced	to	the	other	students	at	school.	She	delivers	a	message	
to	her	new	classmates	 from	her	 father,	a	veteran	of	 the	army	of	North	
Vietnam.	“The	war	is	over,”	Mai	recites	solemnly.	“Let’s	let	it	go.	And	we	











form	 in	 the	 post-Vietnam-War	 era.	 In	 Mrs.	 Dunnam’s	 words,	 however,	







The	 irony	of	Mrs.	Dunnam’s	 reference	 to	Vietnam’s	“young	people”	
comes,	first,	from	our	prior	knowledge	that	the	youth	of	Mai’s	genera-
tion	do	not	actually	have	animosity	toward	the	United	States.	They	see	
the	 country	 as	 a	 welcomed	 source	 of	 popular	 culture.	 An	 early	 scene	






neutralized	 in	 the	 process	 of	 these	 cultural	 productions’	 global	 circu-
lation	and	consumption.	Second,	if	there	is	any	lingering	hostility	har-









were	 too	 young	 to	 buy	 a	 beer.	 They	 were	 too	 young	 to	 vote	 for	 the	
president	who	sent	them,	and	yet,	they	were	drafted	to	go	to	a	place	
that	 they	could	not	 even	 locate	on	a	map.	 Ok?	Why	 were	 we	 there?	
They	didn’t	declare	a	war.	They	didn’t	declare	a	war	against	the	United	
States.	Oh!	 [sarcastic	 tone]	We	said	we	had	 to	contain	communism,	
not	 let	 it	spread.	Should	we	have	been	there?	 [A	student	off	camera	
says	 “no.”]	 In	 my	 opinion,	 it	 was	 a	 mistake.	 You	 have	 to	 form	 your	
opinion	yourselves.
She	astutely	links	the	U.S.	federal	government’s	ability	to	impel	civically	
powerless	 American	 draftees	 into	 multinational	 war	 with	 its	 concur-
rent	appropriation	of	the	land	and	militarized	labor	of	South	Vietnam.	
cynthia wu:  tr ansnational vietnam in the u.s.  south 175
At	 this	 moment,	 Mai’s	 thoughts	 exist	 in	 voiceover	 format.	 She	 speaks	
of	her	realization	that	the	U.S.	soldiers	who	fought	against	her	country	
were	not	bloodthirsty	or	evil.	Rather,	they—many	of	them	the	same	age	
as	 the	students	 in	 the	classroom—fought	because	they	were	subjected	
to	 their	 nation-state’s	 abuses.	 In	 this	 connection	 between	 the	 United	
States’	treatment	of	its	domestic	underclass	and	the	damages	the	nation	

























There	has	been	a	 fair	amount	of	 recent	work	 in	Vietnamese	American	
studies	 on	 the	 structural	 and	 cultural	 changes	 stemming	 from	 the	
Socialist	Republic	of	Vietnam’s	increased	openness	to	global	exchange.	
Immediately	 after	 the	 war,	 the	 country	 entered	 into	 a	 state	 of	 isola-
tion—the	result	of	a	combination	of	its	dogged	exercise	of	sovereignty	
after	 decades	 of	 multiple	 colonialisms	 and	 sanctions	 imposed	 by	 the	
international	community	in	response	to	its	invasion	of	Cambodia.	The	











Vietnam	 in	 the	 period	 following	 doi moi	 did	 so	 with	 mercenary	 objec-
tives.	There	was	much	profit	to	be	made	by	investing	in	real	estate	and	
other	 forms	 of	 development,	 and	 the	 Vietnamese	 government	 eagerly	
welcomed	these	envoys	of	capital	at	a	time	when	they	were	desperately	
needed.	However,	there	were	also	nonmaterial	dimensions	to	Vietnamese	









edly	 benevolent	 U.S.	 nation-state.	 However,	 in	 this	 mutually	 advanta-
geous	exchange,	the	key	players—the	Socialist	Republic	of	Vietnam	and	
wealthy	diasporans—are	always	those	with	a	greater	amount	of	leverage	
and	 agency	 than	 the	 global	 poor.	 It	 is	 in	 this	 context	 that	 the	 nonfic-




and	 cultural	 opportunities	 in	 the	 Socialist	 Republic	 of	 Vietnam	 takes	
place	in	a	context	of	ongoing	communist	suspicion	among	diasporans	
who	are	still	wary	of	 the	country	 that	expelled	 them.	The	cases	of	 red	
baiting	 within	 the	 community,	 particularly	 among	 the	 older	 genera-
tion,	have	been	 thoroughly	documented.	The	aforementioned	renewal	
of	connections	with	the	homeland	occurs	against	a	continued	backdrop	
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of	internal	policing	within	Vietnamese	American	communities	meant	to	
expose	 and	 punish	 those	 who	 are	 presumed	 to	 be	 communist	 sympa-
thizers.	These	tendencies	should	not	be	relegated	simply	to	an	irrational	
inability	 to	 move	 beyond	 South	 Vietnam’s	 loss	 in	 the	 war.	 To	 be	 sure,	
the	horrors	of	 the	Socialist	Republic	of	Vietnam’s	re-education	camps,	
for	those	who	survived	them,	cannot	be	discounted	among	the	refugee	
population.	 However,	 scholars	 have	 argued	 that	 Vietnamese	 American	
anticommunism	 is	 more	 complicated	 than	 it	 might	 seem	 to	 a	 casual	
observer.	Anticommunism	can	take	multiple	forms	and	articulate	itself	











These	 tensions	 are	 evident	 in	 Mai’s	 interactions	 with	 Vietnamese	
Americans	who	express	homesickness	for	a	country	of	which	they	have	














Americans	 and	 other	 nonwhite	 populations.	 This	 conversation	 occurs	
as	 the	 three	 friends	 drive	 to	 a	 casino	 where	 there	 is	 a	 banquet	 hosted	
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by	 Vietnamese	 American	 elders.	 It	 is	 here	 that	 the	 temporary	 feeling	
of	 sameness—cross-racially	 (between	 blacks	 and	 Asians)	 and	 intraeth-
nically	 (between	 Vietnamese	 nationals	 and	 diasporans)—conjured	 by	
shared	vulnerability	to	hate	crime	gives	way	to	a	palpable	divide.
Tommy	 and	 Kevin	 gamble	 for	 much	 of	 the	 duration	 of	 the	 party,	
leaving	 Mai	 to	 fend	 for	 herself	 in	 the	 banquet	 hall	 among	 the	 other	











time.	 I	 should	 have	 felt	 comfortable	 being	 around	 people	 from	 my	
country.	Vietnamese	people	only	living	in	America,	they	are	trying	to	






wardness	 in	 response	 to	 Mai’s	 presence	 stems	 from	 her	 status	 as	 a	
Vietnamese	national	 in	a	 room	filled	with	older	 refugees	nostalgic	 for	
a	 time	 before	 the	 war	 they	 lost	 or	 to	 Poras’s	 documenting	 the	 event.	
Mai’s	observations	about	the	persistence	with	which	the	elders	cling	to	
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were	dispatched	 to	control	 the	crowd.	The	unrest	 lasted	several	weeks	
and	garnered	national	attention.	Mai’s	classmates	embrace	the	perspec-




repeated	 over	 a	 sweet	 melody	 that	 sounds	 either	 upbeat	 (as	 it	 does	 in	
its	 first	 appearance)	 or	 slow	 and	 serene	 (as	 in	 the	 second).	 However,	
given	the	climate	of	communist	fear	among	Vietnamese	Americans,	it	is	
very	unlikely	that	this	room	full	of	elders	recreating	the	South	Vietnam	
















wrenching	 scenes	 that	 depict	 Mai’s	 disillusionment	 with	 her	 plans	 to	
earn	a	U.S.	college	degree;	a	view	of	her	present	 living	quarters,	which	
is	 a	 cramped	 room	 furnished	 with	 only	 a	 futon	 mattress	 on	 the	 floor;	
and	 a	 long-range	 shot	 of	 her	 shuffling	 reluctantly	 to	 work	 as	 Detroit’s	
characteristically	decaying	landscape	appears	in	the	background.	While	
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This	 time,	Mai	 is	 the	one	suppressing	her	emotions	 to	maintain	good	
provider–customer	 relations,	 exhibiting	 what	 Miliann	 Kang	 observes	
about	how	nail	salon	work	“disciplines	Asian	women’s	bodies	to	display	









in	 an	 extra-diegetic	 update	 posted	 to	 the	 film’s	 website	 on	 the	 day	 of	
its	 PBS	 premiere,	 Mai	 reports	 that	 she	 has	 been	 studying	 business	 at	
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even	 as	 she	 cheekily	 admits	 that	 the	 southern	 version	 with	 which	 she	
speaks	is	opaque	to	those	around	her.3	By	implicitly	revealing	that	she	
now	 understands	 U.S.	 regional	 logics	 of	 value	 and	 denigration,	 which	
had	initially	seemed	mystifying	to	her,	she	simultaneously	embraces	and	









of	 fostering	closeness	with	dirt,	Mai’s America	 shows	that	 the	subject’s	






situations	 that	 would	 have	 vanquished	 many	 others,	 especially	 those	









the	 monotony	 of	 setting	 up	 makeshift	 work	 stations	 on	 Hanoi’s	 side-





ulate	 the	 social	 order	 follows	 Mary	 Douglas’s	 iconic	 claim	 about	 mat-
ter	 being	 out	 of	 place,	 but	 it	 also	 transcends	 it.	 Yaegar	 problematizes	
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Douglas’s	structuralist	schema	by	asking,	“What	do	we	do	with	bodies	
and	experiences	that	.	.	.	refuse	the	category	‘dirty-clean’	as	a	paradigm	




extra-diegetic	 revelation—a	 class-privileged	 Vietnamese	 woman’s	 brief	
stint	 of	 “being	 dirty”	 neither	 questions	 post-doi moi	 transnational	 cir-














result	 only	 in	 stasis.	 Contrary	 to	 what	 late-twentieth-century	 transna-
tional	venture	capital	and	culture	making	promise,	the	most	liberating	
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NOTES
1	 For	 an	 important	 intervention	 that	 links	 hemispheric	 studies	 of	 race	 and	
colonialism	 with	 southern	 studies,	 see	 Smith	 and	 Cohn.	 For	 work	 on	 Asian	
Americans	in	the	South,	see	Joshi	and	Desai.
2	 	See	Duong	and	Valverde.
3	 The	 update	 can	 be	 found	 here:	 http://www.pbs.org/pov/maisamerica/film_up	
date.php.
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